To dialyze or not to dialyze: an ethical and evidence-based approach to the patient with acute renal failure in the intensive care unit.
Patients with acute renal failure in the intensive care unit have high in-hospital mortality. In this setting, decision making with regard to the initiation or discontinuation of dialysis by physicians, patients, and families is challenging because of the desire of all for the patient to recover while sparing unnecessary suffering. Decision making can be facilitated by knowledge of outcomes of the treatment of such patients in the medical literature. This knowledge assists nephrologists to distinguish those patients whose clinical situation indicates a more favorable prognosis from those whose prognosis is uncertain or definitely poor even with dialysis. This information, combined with consideration of relevant ethical guidelines, provides a framework for nephrologists to make decisions that are evidence based and ethically sound. We present and discuss two cases to show the application of evidence-based medicine and ethical considerations to decision making for patients with acute renal failure in the intensive care unit.